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Few studies have researched how the linkages of tourist firms are related to the types
of tourism innovation. Therefore, an organizational information processing theory
perspective, a case study approach, and a focus group method were adopted in the
Pearl River Delta area (China) to discover how different types of firm linkages influ-
ence tourism innovation. The findings reveal that tourist firms have four main forms
of linkages and that they have differentiated impacts on innovations. Intracompany
linkages are beneficial for institutional, managerial, and product innovations; both
intercompany and intrasectoral linkages encourage marketing and product innovations,
whereas intersectoral linkages facilitate process innovation and product innovation.
These findings fill a research gap in the knowledge of firm‐based innovative linkages
and explore the importance of linkages between tourism services and tourism
manufacturing.
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(China)1 | INTRODUCTION
The tourism industry is driven by innovation (Hjalager, 2010, 2014)
which can bring new ideas for restructuring organizations, saving
costs, improving communication, designing brands, and assembling
products (Hall & Williams, 2008; Sundbo, Orfila‐Sintes, & Sørensen,
2007). Furthermore, tourism innovation often relies on how firms are
linked with each other (Rodríguez, Williams, & Hall, 2014; Sundbo
et al., 2007): Linkages between firms can benefit innovation by means
of accessing increased financial resources (Cox Pahnke, Katila, &
Eisenhardt, 2015), technical skills, prestige, and expert advice (Baum,
Calabrese, & Silverman, 2000; Cox Pahnke, McDonald, Wang, &
Hallen, 2015). Specifically, interfirm linkages provide firms with access
to material inputs, knowledge, markets, and technologies (Inkpen &- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Creative Commons Attribution Li
ism Research Published by John WTsang, 2005). As different types of linkages provide access to different
types of resources, they are likely to lead to different types of
innovations.
Hjalager (2010) has argued that the types of innovations influ-
enced by interfirm linkages require more attention. However, although
the existing tourism innovation literature has mentioned that interac-
tion provides the interlinked firms with knowledge sharing, and oppor-
tunities for sales and new product development (Hall & Williams,
2008; Novelli, Schmitz, & Spencer, 2006), the only systematic research
in this area has been on how different forms of interfirm linkages
impact on the degree of novelty in tourism innovation (Martínez‐
Pérez, Garcia‐Villaverde, & Elche, 2016; Sørensen, 2007). Yet degree
of novelty is only one criterion for differentiating innovation types,
with Adams, Tranfield, and Denyer (2006) distinguishing between- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
cense, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided
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attributes (comparability, compatibility, etc.). This is an important
caveat in our knowledge on tourism innovation, especially in relation
to what Adams et al. (2006) refer to as focus, because different forms
of innovation have different impacts on firm performance (Gunday,
Ulusoy, Kilic, & Alpkan, 2011). As such, the aim of this paper is to fill
in this research gap by introducing novel insights into how different
types of linkages between tourism firms impact on different foci (here-
after, referred to as types) of innovation.
The term “linkage” (i.e., the state of being linked), which is used to
explain the interactions and the relationships amongst innovative
actors (Pechlaner & Volgger, 2012), is defined in this study as “cooper-
ative and bilateral relationships in which partners give‐and‐take
resources for a considerable time span” (Lee, Lee, & Pennings, 2001),
implying a long‐lasting formal or informal relationship that connects
or ties firms to each other. Although it is widely acknowledged that
interfirm linkages are generally beneficial for firms' innovation perfor-
mances across a variety of different innovation types (Leiponen &
Helfat, 2010; Salazar, Gonzalez, Duysters, Sabidussi, & Allen, 2016),
the literature on intrafirm linkages (or networks) is still in its infancy.
There have been only a few comparative studies of the impacts of
internal and external (to the firm) linkages on innovation (Colombo,
Laursen, Magnusson, & Rossi‐Lamastra, 2011). Again, a research gap,
this paper aims to fill (at least partially) with empirical analysis of the
impacts of both internal and external linkages.
There are many different types of linkages in tourism reflecting the
composite nature of the tourism complex (Hall & Williams, 2008),
composed of diversified sectors or companies, such as hospitality,
transportation, tourist attractions, and souvenir shops, where firms
are commonly considered as the main innovators (i.e., novelty genera-
tors, who introduce the innovations into the market). Many different
sectors are involved in tourism, including an array of suppliers. How-
ever, the concept of tourism supplier seems vague and exceptionally
broad. For example, Song (2012) claimed that tourism supplier
includes both the tourism manufacturing and the tourism service com-
plex, which are relatively distinctive. Tourism manufacturing is an
important but under‐researched element of the tourism supply chain.
Thus, to sharpen the focus of the analysis, this paper focusses on
the distinction between tourism manufacturing and tourism services.
Tourism services refer to all the tourist firms which directly provide
services to visitors (e.g., hotels, transportation firms, and souvenir
shops), whereas tourism manufacturers cater directly for the needs
of tourism service companies (e.g., yacht manufacturers and hotel fur-
niture manufacturers). Although generally overlooked in the tourism
literature, tourism manufacturing is an important part of the tourism
complex, because innovation in tourism is generally considered to be
supplier‐driven (Hall & Williams, 2008; Lowe, Williams, Shaw, & Cud-
worth, 2012): a rarely studied topic that this paper incorporates into
its empirical framework. Thus, this paper will focus on four main types
of interfirm linkages within tourism services and manufacturing: (a)
intracompany (coworking within a single company), (b) intercompany
(interaction or cooperation with other companies), (c) intrasectoral
(interaction or cooperation with a company from the same industry),and (d) intersectoral (interaction or cooperation with a company from
a different sector of the tourism complex [i.e., between tourism ser-
vices and manufacturers]). In terms of analyzing how these different
types of linkages impact on different types of tourism innovation,
another contribution of the paper is to draw on an organizational
information processing theory perspective to conduct a first empirical
analysis of this topic.
To sum up, the main objectives of this study are to identify the
importance of the four types of interfirm linkages and to understand
how the different linkages will influence different types of innova-
tions. To achieve these goals, the authors utilize focus groups with
innovative firms in a Chinese case study, the Pearl River Delta area
(PRD). It is the first attempt to discuss how these different types of
linkages influence different types of tourism innovation and also one
of the few studies to explicitly analyze the role of linkages between
tourism manufacturing and services. The remainder of the paper is
organized as follows. First, this paper will introduce its theoretical
backgrounds and review the empirical literature of the relationship
between firm linkages and types of tourism innovation. The paper
then outlines the Chinese case study area, and its qualitative method-
ology, followed by an analysis of how different kinds of linkages influ-
ence innovation. Finally, this research draws conclusions about the
findings, indicates fruitful directions for future research, and also
emphasizes some limitations to the paper.2 | THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
2.1 | Theoretical background
Linkages have been widely regarded as a catalyst to firm innovation
(Salazar et al., 2016), because innovation depends on internal and
external resources. In terms of the latter, firms try to internalize these
external resources and capabilities through their linkages (Durand,
Bruyaka, & Mangematin, 2008; Salazar et al., 2016). Partners can pro-
vide enhanced access to unique and valuable knowledge, which facil-
itates development of new products, redesigning of working
practices, reconfiguring of the business models, and organizational
changes. Moreover, partnering with like‐minded organizations and
creating conditions for effective cooperation are key drivers of inno-
vation outcomes (Jajja, Kannan, Brah, & Hassan, 2017). Surprisingly,
only a few studies have discussed the relationship between linkages
and types of innovations (Durand et al., 2008; Leiponen & Helfat,
2010; Salazar et al., 2016).
When considering organizational theories, organizational informa-
tion processing theory (OIPT) provides perspectives on varying rela-
tionships between collaborating linkages and types of innovations
(Galbraith, 1973; Tushman & Nadler, 1978). As Schibany, Hämäläinen,
and Schienstock (2000) comment, OIPT is “the primary theoretical
lens” by which the benefits or cost (or both) of innovation collabora-
tion could be investigated. In this study, we focus on the benefits of
firm linkages. OIPT attempts to explain organizational behavior by
examining the information flows occurring in and between companies:
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interpret information stemming both from within the organization
itself and from its business environment (Sutcliffe, 2000). From an
OIPT perspective, the firm can increase its information processing
capacity by investing in both internal (integration across different
functions within a firm) and external relations (customer and supplier
integration; Srinivasan & Swink, 2015).
There is also some empirical evidence supporting OIPT in the con-
text of our study. For example, generic studies have shown that inter-
departmental collaboration can facilitate product innovation (Hise,
O'Neal, Parasuraman, & McNeal, 1990; Luca & Atuahene‐Gima,
2007), be conducive to innovation processes, that is, product design,
product development, and product engineering (Love & Roper,
2009), and drive process innovation by reducing the costs and increas-
ing the sales from higher quality products (Schibany et al., 2000).
Based on these previous studies applying OIPT, it is expected that,
overall, interfirm linkages are conducive to innovation. However, these
findings are drawn from manufacturing industries and only selectively
consider particular types of innovation. The contribution of this study
is to investigate the relationships between firm relations and different
tourism innovations, which will extend the understanding of interde-
partmental linkages (Schibany et al., 2000) to interfirm linkages. It also
moves beyond the dichotomy between process and product innova-
tions (Meuer, 2014; Tether & Tajar, 2008) to address a more nuanced
typology of innovations types.TABLE 1 Types of tourism innovation
Categories Definition
Product
innovation
changes directly observed by the customer and
regarded as new; either in the sense of never seen
before, or new to the enterprise or destination
Process
innovation
initiatives which aim at escalating efficiency,
productivity and flow
Managerial
innovation
new ways of organizing internal collaboration,
directing and empowering staff, building careers
and compensating work with pay and benefits
Marketing
innovation
such approaches change the way that overall
communication to, and with, customers is
undertaken, and how relationships between the
service provider and customer are built and
withheld
Institutional
innovation
a new, embracing collaborative/organizational
structure or legal framework that efficiently
redirects or enhances business activities in certain
fields of tourism
(Sources: Hall & Williams, 2008; Hjalager, 2010)2.2 | Types of tourism innovation
Innovation, as described by OECD, means the creation of something
new (OECD, 2009). Following Schumpeter (1934), and later multidi-
mensional typologies of innovation (e.g., OECD, 2009), in empirical
studies, innovation is commonly classified into five types:
• Product innovation = generation of new or improved goods or
services;
• Process innovation = introduction of new production processes;
• Marketing innovation = development of new sales markets;
• Supply innovation = development of new supply markets;
• Organizational innovation = reorganization/restructuring of the
company.
Besides the above‐mentioned classification, there tends to be a
binary approach to differentiating tourism innovations. The most
widely used binary classification is incremental and radical (Abernathy
& Clark, 1985; Hall & Williams, 2008), but there are also other binary
classifications, such as competence enhancing–competence
destroying (Tushman & Anderson, 1986), evolutionary–revolutionary
(Carayannis, Gonzalez, & Wetter, 2003), sustaining–disruptive
(Christensen & Bower, 1996); continuous–discontinuous (Bessant,
2005), minor–major (Utterback, 1994), incremental–breakthrough
(OECD, 2009), and directional–intersectional (Johansson, 2004).Distinguishing between these various innovation types in practice
is challenging as innovations are often bundled together, particularly
in the tourism industry (Booyens & Rogerson, 2016): Innovation in
one area requires or leads to subsequent innovations in others (Barras,
1986). Therefore, this paper follows the classification by Hjalager
(2010), who has elaborated how to adapt the existing innovation
typologies discussed above specifically for investigating innovation
types within the tourism industry: product, process, managerial, mar-
keting, and institutional innovations (Table 1).2.3 | The types of interfirm linkages
From the perspective of value chains, Cai, Leung, and Mak (2006) have
identified two interindustry linkages in tourism: forward and backward
linkages. Both play an important role in tourism innovation. Likewise,
according to Williams and Shaw (2011), the external connections of
companies are essential in transferring knowledge. Here, four types
of such linkages relevant to tourism innovation are conceptualized
drawing on the previous literature (Hall & Williams, 2008; Lowe
et al., 2012): intersectoral, intrasectoral, intercompany, and intracom-
pany. These have been identified as representing different levels or
scales of linkages, ranging from within firm to between sectors: They
are therefore both organizational and sectoral.
Intracompany linkage refers to cooperation within a single com-
pany (e.g., between the headquarters and branch offices). Intercom-
pany linkage defines the interaction between different firms (e.g.,
between two hotel chains). Cooperation between two companies
from the same industry describes what we mean by intrasectoral link-
age (e.g., a linkage between a hotel and a tourist attraction). In con-
trast, intersectoral linkage refers to cooperation between firms
operating in different sectors of the tourism complex: tourism service
TANG ET AL.904and tourism manufacturer (e.g., between yacht manufacturers and
operators).FIGURE 1 Pearl River Delta area. (Source: adapted from Jiang &
Tang, 2018) [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]2.4 | The relationship between types of linkages and
types of tourism innovations
Although there are some studies investigating the connection
between interfirm linkages and managerial (Meuer, 2014) and process
(Cuijpers, Guenter, & Hussinger, 2011) innovation, most research has
focused on the effects of linkages on product innovation (Al‐Laham,
Amburgey, & Baden‐Fuller, 2010; Frenz & Ietto‐Gillies, 2009). The
intrafirm network is considered beneficial for firms' product and mar-
keting innovations, mainly for functional areas of R&D, manufacturing
and marketing, because intrafirm linkages favor the sharing and crea-
tion of internal knowledge. On the other hand, interfirm linkages also
bring about product and marketing innovation, comprising the adop-
tion of products already on the market and incremental improvements
(Backteman & Habbari, 2012). Organizational and process innovations,
such as giving up traditional hierarchical structures and mechanisms,
require a mixture of internal and external linkages (Colombo et al.,
2011). The process of technological innovation would rely on individ-
uals both internally within the firm and externally outside the organi-
zations. This applies also to tourism companies (Martínez‐Pérez,
Elche, García‐Villaverde, & Parra‐Requena, 2018). In brief, research
finds that the larger and the more diversified the linkages, the greater
the novelty of process and organization innovation (Kim & Lui, 2015),
because the linkages enable the firms to access more information,
knowledge, and other resources. However, for example, Cuijpers
et al. (2011) have shown contrasting evidence on two notable
accounts: They highlight the facilitating role of intrafirm linkages for
process and thus external knowledge sources in product innovation.
Despite an increasing number of studies exploring how firms deal
with external relationships with diverse innovation partners (Laursen
& Salter, 2006), the interplay of internal and external linkages and their
impact on innovation performance are still poorly explored (Colombo
et al., 2011). As Tödtling, Lehner, and Kaufmann (2009) stated, there
are no clear and general results regarding the relationship between
linkages and innovation.
While still utilizing internal resources (Booyens & Rogerson, 2017),
previous research indicates that tourist firms are more and more
dependent on external resources, especially knowledge which can be
acquired by linkages (Thomas & Wood, 2014; Williams & Shaw,
2011). Hjalager (2010) supports the idea that intrafirm linkages have
a positive influence on managerial and institutional innovation. For
example, knowledge and technology, embedded in capital and mana-
gerial capacities, are transferred from head offices to affiliated
branches and sectors. Moreover, linkages are considered to facilitate
R&D, secure funding for prospective projects, and subsidize feasibility
research, prototypes, and tests, which facilitate innovation. Successful
cooperation, particularly in technology, depends upon nurturing trust
between companies and appropriate relational contracting. In the case
of intercompany linkages, long‐term contracts—enabling a highvolume of exchange and frequency of interaction between firms—are
likely to be useful in guarding against opportunism and facilitating sus-
tainable alliances, which brings about a renewal in institutional and
managerial innovation (Dyer & Singh, 1998; Tomlinson, 2010).
Moreover, Wu and Wang (2011) concluded that the links to sup-
pliers could play a conducive role in the firm's product and organiza-
tional innovation, because it can build a beneficial knowledge pool
and give more problem‐solving options. Finally, organizational innova-
tion can be stimulated through linkages because they can enhance
organizational learning (Powell, Koput, & Smith‐Doerr, 1996), develop
capabilities for interacting with other firms (Ang, 2008), compensate
for a lack of internal skills (Ahuja, 2000), enable the sharing of risks,
and speed the diffusion of products to market (Kogut, 1989).
In summary, linkages have a positive impact on tourism innovation
(Martinez‐Perez et al., 2016), because they provide more opportuni-
ties for transferring knowledge, perfecting organization management,
and so forth. However, it has remained relatively unclear how differ-
ent types of linkages bring about different types of innovation within
the tourism industry, even more so because the results from earlier
studies are by and large contradictory to each other as shown here.
As such, this paper is the first attempt to research the relationship
between linkages and tourism innovation.3 | CASE STUDY INTRODUCTION: PRD IN
CHINA
The PRD in China is constituted of nine subregions: Guangzhou,
Shenzhen, Foshan, Zhuhai, Dongguan, Huizhou, Zhaoqing, Zhongshan,
and Jiangmen (Figure 1). PRD is ranked first among China's regions in
terms of the size of its tourism economy: In 2014, the tourism revenue
was $88.4 billion, and inbound tourists amounted to 3.15 million visi-
tors. Due to its significant position, the state council initiated the
“Outline of the reform and development of PRD (2008–2020)” in
2008 to pursue economic and social development and taking a lead
in opening up of China to the outside world. Under the impetus of
these supportive policies, the PRD tourism economy has enjoyed rapid
TANG ET AL. 905growth. According to “The Annual Report on China,” in 2014, the PRD,
which accounts for only 0.57% of China's territory, produced 12% of
the Chinese GDP, valued at 1.3 trillion U.S. dollars. This makes the
PRD the second largest economy after the Yangtze River Delta in
the Chinese mainland. Facilitated by the economic development, pos-
itive innovation environment, and dense population, the PRD region
has a strong regional tourism economy. It accounted for one fifth of
the national tourism revenue in 2014. There are, for example, six
national first‐class museums and five theme parks listed among the
top 20 amusement/theme parks in the Asia‐Pacific region (Themed
Entertainment Association, 2017).
The regional tourism industry has several innovative elements (for
example, innovative firms, associations, and academic institutions),
but, in common with most research findings (Hall & Williams, 2008),
most innovation is incremental. Although radical innovations would
of course be more influential, incremental innovations—individually
and cumulatively—are very important for individual companies, in the
constant struggle to remain competitive. First, there are large‐scale
tourism businesses in this area, and these have formed a number of
networks and linkages. For example, Chimlong Tourism Group and
Overseas Chinese TownTourism Group have become two of the larg-
est theme parks in China, and they have substantial internal and exter-
nal linkages with tourism manufacturing (facility producer). Second,
the local government has authorized South China University of Tech-
nology to survey the region's tourism manufacturing industry, and this
has contributed to the development of a tourism manufacturing pol-
icy: the “Report on the development of tourism equipment
manufacturing industry in Guangdong province.” Third, associations
have played a significant role in tourism, and these include tourism,
hospitality, yacht—an important sector for the economic growth of
the tourism industry in the region (Zeng, 2018)—and transportation
associations. These associations regularly organize seminars, work-
shops, and conferences for their members, which provide arenas for
sharing knowledge and for cooperation. Taken together, these factors
(the set of tourism actors, the scale of the local tourism economy,TABLE 2 Focus groups' participants
City
Tourism service industry Tourism manufacturing in
Hospitality Transportation Hospitality Supplier T
Guangzhou 1 1 1 1
Shenzhen 1 1 1 1
Foshan 1 1 1 1
Zhuhai 1 1 1 1
Dongguan 1 1 1 1
Huizhou 1 1 1 1
Zhaoqing 1 1 1 1
Zhongshan 1 1 1 1
Jiangmen 1 1 1 1
Guangdong Tourism Bureau
Total
(Source: authors' own elaboration)existing linkages, etc.) make the tourism industry in PRD an interesting
case study location for research on linkages and innovation types.4 | METHODOLOGY
Qualitative methods are often used to obtain data for research on a
topic where there is a pronounced absence of comprehensive second-
ary data sources (Hjalager, 2010). Also, because of the complexity of
tourism innovation, and the subjective nature of relationships, qualita-
tive methods were considered appropriate for this study: More pre-
cisely, desk research and focus groups were the main sources of
data. Desk research refers to investigating reports, documents, poli-
cies, administrative notes of meetings, and content from websites
(Hjalager, 2010). This research draws on government annual reports,
websites, planning documents, and tourism journals.
Additionally, focus groups (Bell, Bryman, & Harley, 2018) were
organized in nine cities and for the Guangdong Tourism Bureau,
resulting in 10 focus groups. The individuals attending the focus
groups, recruited by the GuangdongTourism Bureau, consisted of civil
servants from the local government, tourism officers engaged with
tourism policies and planning, and managers of tourism manufacturing
and tourism service firms (Table 2), that is, one representative per five
target groups (per nine cities) corresponding to our division of tourism
manufacturing and tourism services: (a) hospitality manufacturer, (b)
transportation manufacturer, (c) hospitality service provider, (d) trans-
portation service provider, and (e) public sector representative from
the local government (public sector actors are particularly important
in the Chinese context). The four participants of the Guangdong Tour-
ism Bureau raise the total number of participants to 49. The selection
of the focus group participants was made by the authors in consulta-
tion with the Tourism Bureau. There were very few potential partici-
pants who did not accept our invitation to take part in the study.
The focus group approach was adapted as a time‐efficient data
collection technique (interviewing all the 49 participants individuallydustry
ransportation Supplier Local government Number of attendants
1 5
1 5
1 5
1 5
1 5
1 5
1 5
1 5
1 5
4
49
TANG ET AL.906would have taken far more time) that also facilitates the verification of
data (during the focus group process, the answers were double‐
checked within groups to ensure the accuracy of the data collection).
It also encourages participation: The participants were selected “ran-
domly” but, somewhat to our surprise, some participants were already
close friends, and this may have encouraged their participation. More-
over, some of the participants seem to have been attracted to partic-
ipating in the research because they considered that the focus groups
represented opportunities to build relationship with representatives
from other sectors in tourism. The focus groups were held in an open
environment so as to encourage attendees to express their ideas. The
focus groups lasted about 1.5 hr, following Bell et al. (2018) research
agenda (Figure 2). The corresponding author participated in all the
focus groups providing an overview of the entire process. He posed
questions and summed up the discussion. The strong complementarity
between the interests of the participants and the topics of discussion
meant that there was strong and fruitful interaction among the partic-
ipants. The focus group discussions, in Chinese, were audio‐recorded
and transcribed. The extracts presented here were translated into
English by the two Chinese speaking coauthors.
During the focus groups, the words “change” and “development”
were used, as well as “innovation,” to facilitate a common understand-
ing and to broaden the discussion. It was emphasized that change
meant deliberately introduced changes. Stemming from the literature
review, there were three main themes—(a) tourism innovation, (b) link-
ages, and (c) the relationship between tourism innovation and linkages
—divided into a set of questions (see Appendix A).
Braun and Clarke's (2006) approach to thematic analysis provides
us with a step‐by‐step guide for identifying, analyzing, and reporting
differentiated themes in the focus group recordings. The data were
analyzed in five steps. First, two of the Chinese speaking authors tran-
scribed the focus group recordings and subsequently checked their
accuracy. Second, the data were carefully coded. Because the term
“innovation” seemed obscure to some attendees, comments indicating
positive change were considered to indicate innovation. For example,
the description “We developed our organizational structure” wastaken to refer to institutional innovation. The potential coding was
also discussed and agreed with the two non‐Chinese speaking authors.
The third step was to further sort all the coded data into subthemes.
Examples of subthemes were Product, Process, and Marketing Innova-
tion. Fourth, the coded data were re‐reviewed and double checked.
Finally, relevant parts of the transcriptions were extracted to support
the arguments presented in this paper. Particular attention was paid
to the trustworthiness of the desk research and focus groups through-
out the process. For example, the authors rechecked and reviewed
some materials and verified these with the focus group participants
when there seemed to be inconsistencies between firm reports and
verbal statements. They also continually verified the results with all
participants to ensure the accuracy of the transcribed and interpreted
data.5 | FINDINGS
5.1 | Intracompany linkage and tourism innovation
This research has found that the linkages between headquarter and
branches (i.e., intracompany linkages) are important for local compa-
nies in terms of institutional, managerial, and product innovation.
Institutional innovation, especially new or revised business models,
can be boosted by this linkage. A good relationship between the head-
quarters and branches can enable a local company to obtain more
resources, certification, franchises, and licensing; all of which consti-
tute institutional innovation. Headquarters are likely to invest in their
branches or franchises, whereas the subsidiary or branch companies
can target new markets and reduce business risks due to knowledge
transferred from the headquarters. Moreover, head offices can assist
and support the branches to select sites, design the outlet, train staff,
and so forth.
Managerial innovation can also be boosted in local companies by
intracompany linkages. The parent companies focus on the quality of
their brand when they cooperate with authorized partners. Therefore,FIGURE 2 Topic agenda for each focus
group. (Source: adapted from Bell et al., 2018)
[Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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improve human resources and the effectiveness of the existing
branch, for example, through the training of employees or team spirit
building:Our hotel is a franchisee of the X brand, which opened
two years ago, with high‐technology equipment. As a
new franchise, we have some innovative elements—
security technology and smart‐hotel facilities. Besides,
our headquarters always support us in training
employees, using IT systems, and innovating services
(Guangzhou: hotel).
We keep in touch with other branches in other cities
because we are in a community that shares knowledge,
employees, and facilities, which are conducive to
producing new products and services … For example, we
cooperated with other branches to apply for a new
transportation patent … . (Zhuhai: transportation).Intracompany linkages can also contribute to product innovation:
An innovative product or service in the headquarters or one of the
branches tends to be imitated by the other branches. Due to the
lower organizational barriers within the company, the service or
product is innovated by one firm and diffused rapidly to other inter-
nal branches. For example, in our case study region, a high‐ranking
(worldwide) enterprise (Chimelong) in a theme park group has three
subsidiaries. All these companies have the same standard for these
tangible and intangible products, facilities, and atmosphere, although
the products are different. Moreover, the branches often share
knowledge about how to improve the service and product, which
is encouraged by the parent company. For example, a hotel men-
tioned in the focus groups has innovated by introducing new, very
attractive, and differentiated rooms based on certain themes (the
polar region, exploration, etc.): a practice adopted in the other
branches of the hotel but with different themes. These successful
examples demonstrate that branches can share their experiences or
knowledge about popular products, and finally they can create some
similar but different products.
All in all, the focus groups suggest that intracompany linkages were
considered especially important for managerial innovations (e.g.,
through the focus laid on employee training) while also being benefi-
cial to institutional and product innovation.
5.2 | Intercompany linkage and tourism innovation
Intercompany linkages explain the interaction between different firms
and show how the tourism firms perceive competition and coopera-
tion. This study provides insights that, through this competition and
cooperation, intercompany linkages proved beneficial especially for
product and marketing innovation. As some focus group attendees
commented:Tourism is a fiercely competitive industry, so it is
important to balance competition and cooperation …Our Company has joined the yacht association, which
holds regular and irregular meeting … All the members
in this association can share the advanced technology
and innovative skills. Moreover, our industry is a new
industry in China where it is high risk to engage in R&D,
so cooperative linkages could reduce risks in innovation,
especially in R&D (Guangzhou: yacht manufacturing
firm).
In this city, we should rise above our rivalry so as to
provide a unique tourism experience; otherwise we
might be kicked out of the industry. To some extent, the
competitor's service or product could give us some
inspiration for improvement. However, it is important
that any firm should prevent its products from being
imitated by others, which is a big barrier to tourism
innovation (Foshan: hotel).Dealing with the relationships with partners in the same industry
appears to be complex, and there is a lack of consensus in the litera-
ture as to whether intercompany linkages are a driving‐force or barrier
for innovation because peers could be viewed as sources of competi-
tion or cooperation. Our results show that no matter whether they are
viewed as competition or cooperation, the intercompany linkages are
considered to be conducive for innovation, different from the argu-
ment advanced by some researchers (Cai Chen, Chen, & Bruton,
2017). However, there are some differences in how competition and
cooperation influence innovation; namely, the former is seen to appro-
priate value while the latter generates new value.
As such, the tourism market in PRD is fiercely competitive
because, in this region, many firms provide similar, even virtually iden-
tical, tourism services in the shared market. However, this competition
is considered beneficial for innovation. According to several focus
groups, intercompany linkages can be a driving force for product and
marketing innovation:Rivalry, sometimes, could be regarded as benchmarking
enterprises in tourism innovation. We and other
followers could develop imitative innovation. For
example, a new product designed in a pioneer hotel
would be used in other competing hotels. We also keep
an eye on the innovative performance of the leader
firms, especially on marketing (Zhaoqing: hospitality).First, this case study provides some evidence that competition
linkage is beneficial for product innovation because competing firms
want to produce new products to increase their competitiveness. In
the PRD, the market is limited, so the firm which develops new prod-
ucts is more likely to secure a larger market share. Moreover, knowl-
edge spillovers are valuable for learning firms to imitate the products
of the market leaders while, at the same time, being beneficial for
the leader firms. These leader firms need to keep innovating in order
to maintain their capacity and have a sustainable long‐term growth
trajectory. One example is a local restaurant, which uses Artificial
Intelligence to perfect their product and improve the tourist
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their bills with their mobile phones through biometrics recognition.
Second, competing firms are likely to appropriate value in the
shared market (Wang & Krakover, 2008), namely, these firms compete
for the market segmentation, profit‐augmentation, and market
enlargement. In the case study region, for example, some transporta-
tion companies have tried to enter new markets with innovative prod-
ucts such as fuel‐efficient shuttles in tourist attractions and sharing
bicycles for touring.
Third, interestingly, this case study shows that there is some col-
laboration among these competing firms, because association can play
a significant role in building a platform for firms to share their
knowledge:Obviously, the yacht association is a significant platform
for competing firms to share information, which is an
important factor in the regional tourism innovation
system. We often discuss market tendencies and
product renewal on this platform (Zhuhai:
transportation).
In our city, our peers are more like friends, instead of
opponents. Also, the association encourages individual
firms to develop more innovations. For example, as the
leading hospitality firms in this community, we often
help startups to improve or innovate their service so as
to pass the annual evaluations from the National
Tourism Administration. Moreover, we cooperate with
other hotels to design package tour products
(Zhongshan: hospitality).Competition can thus be an important incentive for innovation,
because associations harmonize head‐to‐head rivalries between local
tourism companies. Almost every industry has its own association,
such as yacht association, hotel union, and restaurant association.
Most of them provide a platform for sharing information, cooperation,
intensifying interfirm linkages and social assets, or taking joint efforts
to combat economic crises.
In intercompany linkages, it is more understandable that both com-
petition and collaboration exert a positive influence on innovation,
especially on product and marketing innovation. From the perspective
of competition, firms seek to outperform their opponents and, in rela-
tion to this, the most valuable information they can obtain to enhance
their competences and competitiveness is about marketing behavior
and product renewal. Then again, cooperation can enable the innova-
tor to access a variety of resources, such as knowledge spillovers and
technology sharing, which can contribute to product innovation in
tourism.
Additionally, whether to cooperate or to compete is dependent on
the perspective of the firm. In competition, the logic of management
concerns value appropriation strategies, whereas in cooperation, it is
about value generation (Wang & Krakover, 2008). These different per-
spectives lead to some subtle differences in innovation, especially inthe attitudes to and behavior in relation to marketing and product
innovation. Competition could lead to self‐innovation to segment or
secure market share, whereas collaboration can stimulate cooperation
via innovation which seeks to create more value together with other
companies. The interaction among similar tourism firms, through inter-
company linkages, can lead to the development of specialized clusters
(Erkuş‐Öztürk, 2009), through which firms can implement new activi-
ties, such as joint marketing, thereby promoting marketing innovation
(Bocquet, Cattellin, Thevenard‐Puthod, Scaraffiotti, & Gentet, 2006).
In summary, the focus group discussions highlighted the impor-
tance of product innovation over marketing innovation: Because com-
panies compete fiercely in the same tourism market, more and more
attention has been paid to remaining competitive by introducing
new products.5.3 | Intrasectoral linkage and tourism innovation
Intrasectoral linkage refers to collaboration between two companies
from the same industry (within services or within manufacturing),
which is important for marketing and product innovation. As stated
by focus group attendees:We get on well with other partners and, for example, we
share the 4P marketing (promotion, price, place, product)
with other tourism firms. A case of product innovation is
that a package tourism product will be innovated by our
hotel and nearby attractions. We also innovate a
differential pricing strategy—the customer could pay a
reduced fare when he books our partner‐airline
(Dongguan: hotel).
We have a good relationship with other tourist sectors,
like attractions, hotels, restaurants, souvenir shops, and
so forth. We jointly initiate some innovative actions to
keep our customers and increase their service
experience. For example, we apply advanced mobile TV
in our tour bus to advertise local souvenirs, restaurants,
etc. We have created a communication platform
(Microblog) where visitors can share their travel
experiences. So, from comments on Microblog or other
social media, we and our partners can find innovative
ideas to improve our products … (Huizhou:
transportation).These quotes show that this type of interaction, for a destination,
is important and popular. Enhanced market orientation is the main
purpose of this type of cooperation, and bundled products, price
decreases, and promotion are means to innovate in order to increase
the number of tourists, level of tourism experience, and tourism reve-
nue. In addition, marketing innovation includes the coproduction of
the destination brand, for example, the slogan of Guangdong tourism
is “Truly Enjoy Guangdong.” It was created by a local destination.
Brand design and image communication needs creative input which
refers to a form of marketing innovation (Roth, 2009; Stoneman,
FIGURE 3 Summary of facilitating role of interfirm linkages on different innovation types
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to build this image. A service failure in individual firms can damage the
innovative local brand.
At the same time, many bundled products are innovated by inter-
action among different firms within the same sector, in this case tour-
ism services. For example, with the support of the local government
and the joint effort of different intrasectoral firms, many new types
of tourism have been innovated, such as spring, forest, and sea well-
ness tourism.
To summarize, the focus group discussion about these linkages
suggests that they are especially important for marketing innovation
rather than product innovation.5.4 | Intersectoral linkage and tourism innovation
Intersectoral linkage is formed by cooperation between firms operat-
ing in different sectors of the tourism complex: tourism service and
tourism manufacturer. This linkage is increasingly significant for tour-
ism but easily ignored due to the often overlooked role of tourism
manufacturing. With increasing recognition of the importance of tour-
ism manufacturing, the value chain and innovation chain have been
rethought, and cooperation between different industries has come to
the attention of practitioners to a far greater extent:The Foshan furniture cluster has become an important
facility supplier for hospitality, not only in the Delta
Area but also domestically and abroad, and the cluster
of companies often provide us with new materials and
new facilities (local government officer).
The cruise (and yacht, ferry, ship) manufacturing industry
in the Delta Area has a high reputation in China, which
plays a significant role in tourism, as it supplies
advanced cruise ships (local government officer).Intersectoral linkages tend to be beneficial for process and product
innovation. As the tourism manufacturing industry offers facilities to
different parts of the tourism service industry, advanced technology
and production processes are transferred from manufacturing industry
into tourism service industry. Thus, this linkage contributes to product
innovation, especially, in its technology‐based forms:Our company has employed many advanced
technologies, like ICT, cleaning, and Artificial
Intelligence, which improve efficiency (Shenzhen: hotel).
As you know, ICT is embedded in all the tourism area. We
help the tourist firms to develop new products. So many
tourist services use our technology or product.
(Jiangmen:tourist manufacturer).According to the participants' statements, these technologies are
embedded with highly complex knowledge and skills, which are
unleashed when the technology is applied in tourist service firms.
Advanced technology is increasingly being used in hospitality. For
example, robots have employed to serve tourists in hotel or restaurant
in PRD, which improves efficiency and refine the process of service
delivery, whereas another example of an innovation containing
advanced technology is a process innovation, that is, food service pro-
cessing technology, implemented in a local hotel, which saves energy,
reduces waste, improves sanitation, and provides faster service. In
addition, our sample shows that some large companies operate in sev-
eral sectors and therefore the intersectoral linkage could be mixed
with intrafirm linkage. In this special situation, both intersectoral and
intercompany linkages are beneficial for process innovation.
All these statements show that intersectoral linkage is more bene-
ficial for process than product innovation, because dependence on the
external partners will escalate efficiency and productivity.6 | CONCLUSIONS
This study makes the following contribution to the literature on tour-
ism innovation:
First, the case study demonstrates the value of incorporating tour-
ism manufacturing firms into the analysis of the tourism industry com-
plex, which has been relatively ignored in previous empirical
investigations of innovation. The paper therefore makes a contribution
by advancing the conceptualization of tourism innovation from an
integrative perspective. In particular, we deepen research on tourism
suppliers by specifically focusing on the tourism manufacturing, which
plays important roles in tourism supply chains.
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tions. Four types of linkages can be identified when firms cooperate
with other firms within or outside of the tourism service industry:
intracompany, intercompany, intrasectoral, and intersectoral linkages.
Due to limited research on firm–firm relationships in the previous lit-
erature, this paper puts forward a relevant and useful categorization
with broader application in innovation studies, which provides a more
systematic focus on the range of company and regional linkages.
Third, as outlined in the literature review, there is relatively little
research on the relationship between linkages and tourism innovation
(Hjalager, 2010, 2014), with only a few related articles on the topic
(Martínez‐Pérez et al., 2016, 2018). This paper has sought to address
this gap by extending the OIPT framework, which has previously
focused on manufacturing industries and the relationship between
linkages and process and product innovations, by investigating the
relationship between linkages and five types of tourism innovation in
both the service and manufacturing oriented parts of the tourism com-
plex. We have indicated the potential for applying the theory more
widely than hitherto reported in the literature. We generally confirm
the importance of external relations in improving the information
processing capacities (in terms of innovation) of firms (Srinivasan &
Swink, 2015) but also suggest that this discussion needs to be
extended to the range of tourism innovation types that is beyond
product and process. We also provide a more nuanced understanding
of how the theory needs to engage with different types of linkages to
knowledge resources.
Fourth, conceptual and empirical insights were provided into the
roles of these linkages in the tourism industry as summarized in
Figure 3, highlighting that product innovation is especially important
as a focus of all the knowledge flows by the different types of linkages
but that there are also other key relationships. Figure 3 is based on the
highlighted connections presented and justified in Section 5. Because
of diversified linkages, tourism firms can develop different types of
cooperation linkages internally and with different external partners
(in line with the OIPT framework), such as market development,
knowledge sharing, R&D cooperation, franchising strategy, and prod-
uct improvement, which are conducive to different innovations. For
example, intersectoral linkages, which refer to relationships between
tourism manufacturing and tourism services, facilitate process innova-
tion and product innovation because this relationship will provide
skills and technology.
Fifth, this research also emphasizes the role of competition rela-
tionships (intercompany linkage) in innovation. Although it is often
held to be a driver of innovation, the fact that many firms respond
by adopting low‐price strategies has longer term consequences
because it reduces the future financial resources available for innova-
tion. This is an important part of the subset of malign influences on
innovation. In contrast, we have also shown how competition can lead
to sharing resources, joint R&D activity, and knowledge spillovers; all
of which facilitate innovation. These are clearly facilitated by trust
and a willingness to share knowledge, but causality remains in
question: Does trust generate cooperation, or does cooperation
encourage trust?A practical approach to enhance the intercompany trust could be
that the cooperation is supported by associations. If associations for-
mally coordinate the resources among competitors, then competition
could become competition–cooperation among these intercompany
linkages, which gradually generates product and marketing innova-
tions. The findings of this study offer important insights for manage-
ment. For example, companies should consider focusing attention on
specific linkages if they wish to facilitate or support particular types
of innovations. This prioritization is especially important given that
resources tend to be limited in most tourist firms (Hall & Williams,
2008; Hjalager, 2010) constraining their ability simultaneously to man-
age multiple types of linkages. In terms of policy implications, tourism
innovation (and economic development) could be strengthened by
policies aiming to develop sectoral linkages as a means to facilitate
knowledge transfer and bring further investment from other industries
into tourism. Furthermore, in addition to the traditional focus on prod-
uct and marketing innovation, companies need to pay more attention
to institutional, managerial, and process innovations, which may seem
more time‐consuming, resource‐demanding, and as yielding less imme-
diate innovation returns but which do play a significant role in the
tourism industry.
This research opens new possibilities for further research in this
promising and important field. Questions which require further inves-
tigation include the following: How are the different types of linkages
interlinked—Are particular combinations especially favorable for
effecting specific types of innovation? How do the different types of
innovations influence each other—Are there mediating or moderating
effects which are significantly influenced by linkage patterns? How
do other types of linkages (e.g., to non‐firm innovators such as univer-
sities) influence tourism innovation?
There are some limitations to this research. First, the agents of
innovation included in the focus groups are relatively limited, and some
other innovation agents, such as universities and research institutes
(Hjalager, 2010; OECD, 2009), have been excluded. Second, although
this paper examines how linkages influence innovation, it has also been
contended that innovation will enhance interfirm linkages (Baum et al.,
2000). Third, this paper suggests that “reasonable competition” could
exert a positive influence on tourism innovation systems when associ-
ations serve to mediate the associated conflicts. However, both the
notion of reasonable competition and how association influences
regional tourism innovation industry remain unclear. Fourth, this study
focused on the benefits of firm linkages, whereas the disadvantages of
linkage (i.e., project delays and terminations) remain outside the scope
of this paper. Fifth, scholars need to investigate, in‐depth, to what
extent the relationship between linkages and types of innovations
are influenced by the geographical and cultural setting and the lifecycle
of the local tourism industry in selected case study regions. Finally, our
research suggests that process innovation in tourism relies on
intersectoral linkages and that product innovation is triggered by both
internal and external sources. The reasons behind these varying
results, while likely to stem from the distinctive features of innovation
processes in the tourism industry (low R&D intensity, importance of
customer innovation, etc.), nonetheless remain as assumption.
TANG ET AL. 911Therefore, further systematic research utilizing comparative quan-
titative and qualitative data is needed to test these assumptions, the
identified research gaps and the findings of this paper in different geo-
graphical contexts. However, as the very first step in investigating the
understudied topic of linkages and types of tourism innovation, this
paper provides a platform for future qualitative and particularly quan-
titative research.
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THEMES DISCUSSED IN THE FOCUS GROUPSTheme A: tourism innovation
• What do you think about the global changes in tourism in the last 5
years?
• What are the main changes in your company?
• In your company, have there been improvements or changes
in the following: market/product/service/management/process/
technology?
• What do you think about the future of tourism in the region?
• In your opinion, what is the most important beneficial factor for
tourism innovation?Theme B: linkages
• What do you think about the role and importance of cooperation?
• What kinds of firms or organizations does your company interact
with?
• What do you think about the competition in the tourism industry?
What kind of relationship does your firm build with competitors?
• How does your company interact with other tourism service com-
panies (tourism manufacturing companies)?Theme C: the relationship between linkages and
tourism innovation
• How can you conduct product, process, managerial, marketing and
institutional innovations when your company interacts with others?
• Do you think internal/external linkages will facilitate innovation?
Can you give some details?
